
This exhibit presents U.S. domestic and international postal cards used during military actions, and 
subsequent overprinted production for use in newly acquired island territories. The exhibit’s timeframe 
flows from declaration of war in April 1898, through national preparations, the short four-month’s long 
military actions and ensuing occupations. Following a lengthy presentation of overprinted U.S. postal card 
usages for three major overseas possessions, this exhibit concludes with a few atypical closing uses into 
1907. A limited number of domestic U.S. uses provide added context.

Historical Background
William McKinley, elected U.S. President in 1896, ushered in a distinct change during his administration. 
With Civil War concerns behind, the U.S. started projecting its influence on the world stage, along with 
global industrialization. Discussions for annexation of Hawaii were ongoing. The U.S. Navy’s need for a 
coaling and refueling station in the western Pacific became evident. Commerce with Spanish controlled 
Cuba increased - as did concerns of unrest on the island. Diplomacy with Spain, regarding its treatment of 

Cuban nationals (and Cuba’s desire to become an independent state), stalled. On February 15th, 1898, the 
Battleship U.S.S. Maine anchored in Cuba’s Havana harbor, sent to protect American interests, exploded 
and sank. Confident this action was a provocative act by the Spanish, the U.S. declared war on Spain on 

April 21st, 1898.

Postal Activities Represented
Following declaration of war, assembly camps for volunteers were set up throughout the U.S., with training 
occurring mainly in the southeast. In the ensuing months, U.S. naval and land forces prepared and 
successfully executed various actions against the Spanish possessions of the Philippine Islands, Cuba, 
Puerto Rico and Guam.  These lands ultimately fell under the U.S. U.S. postal laws. Spanish postal material 
was completely replaced with U.S. stamps, stamped envelopes and postal cards overprinted for use in each 
possession (Guam excluded). The Philippine Islands, with contingents of foreign merchants using 
convenient communication for their businesses, were provided with the only message-reply cards 
produced. 

Postal cards, fortunate due to their nature, allow a review of their postal markings and contents, both 
personal & commercial. The U.S. military controlled all internal, outgoing and incoming mail, often well 
after December 1898’s Treaty of Paris ended the war, and are well represented. New York and San 
Francisco post office extensions not only supplied stamps, stationery and cancelling devices, but having to 
restaff and restart various countries’ postal systems, in addition to providing normal postal activities. 
Overprinted card usage continued until depleted (Puerto Rico, early 1900s), re-purposed (Cuba, 1904) or 
withdrawn (Philippines, 1907). Internal 1899 Philippine insurrections against U.S. occupation are outside 
of this exhibit.

Acquisition of Material and Rarity
While envelope and stamped stationery uses are rather plentiful, U.S. postal cards used during the military 
action and afterwards only generated a small fraction of the overall Spanish-American War mailings, and 
thus are difficult to acquire. The challenge is also in presenting a historical flow from opening actions 
through each theater to its conclusion. Mint overprinted postal card examples range from ready availability 
to very scarce for a few overprinted cards that had limited printings and usage. Varieties within these 
overprints are expanded upon. While Cuba’s Havana & Philippines’ Manila saw the greatest mail postings, 
uses from outlying towns, and from lightly populated Puerto Rico, are uncommon. 

Significant Postal Card Items:
All Major Overprinted Types of Cards; Cuba Invasion Posting; Early Censors; Cuba’s ‘Specimen’ 
Overprinted Cards; Puerto Rico UX1A/S2 Overprint and UX1/S1 Albino Error; PR Transitional Card; 
Philippines’ “La Yebana” and Official Mail. 
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